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By Matthew Limb

Vet practices are well placed to manage a possible second wave of the Covid-19 pandemic but some struggling businesses will be tipped over the edge, say industry and profession leaders.

Some experts think ad hoc regional lockdowns are a more likely scenario and say vets should be adequately prepared because they have learned how to cope.

But many practices are now stretched to capacity, while others may fold because of worsening cost pressures.

BVA president Daniella Dos Santos said: 'Vet practices have adapted phenomenally to new ways of working under Covid.

'The profession has put a lot of practical measures in place to ensure safe working. They're in a good place if we have to manage a second lockdown, it's not the same position we were in in March.'

> We are in a better place than we were six months ago when we were taken by surprise

Richard Casey, president of the Veterinary Management Group, said: 'We are in a better place than we were six months ago when we were taken by surprise. We have hindsight now. We know the types of feelings and concerns our clients and our teams have.'

Many practices have seen business pick up since the easing of restrictions, with client numbers and demand for services growing.

Dos Santos said: 'Our understanding is that more and more people are actually being returned from furlough because the capacity is needed to keep up with all the animal welfare and healthcare needs.'

Alison Lambert, founder of business consultancy OnSwitch, said the challenge for many vet teams was whether they could cope with rising demand.

'It's less about finance, more about operational capability at the moment. You can't expect the same team with physical distancing to do 20--30 per cent more workload,' she said.

Lambert said businesses had learned new tricks under the lockdown, how to make physical distancing work, perfect 'physical bubbles' and improve communications with clients.

'The ones that have really figured it out have taken people on and been recruiting, there's a lot of recruiting going on.'

She said forward-thinking practices had been developing new customer service and patient handler roles 'to take the pressure off' clinical staff.

As a result, they would be better prepared for further lockdowns, which for some parts of the country are happening now, she said.

Business analyst Adrian Nelson-Pratt said: 'It comes down to building teams in the right way that respects the rules and keeps them operational, eg, splitting teams, creating mini-bubbles, spreading their opening hours, keeping clients out of the building until they've got certain protective measures in place.'

However, he said a second wave of the pandemic could be a 'death knell' for those practices that were already struggling going into the first lockdown.

Casey said: 'My advice to the industry\...would be to have conversations with your teams right now, in advance of anything formal happening, and approaching this as a basic risk assessment.

'So, if the risk is that we may have to go into lockdown again, what can we do to mitigate against that, both personally and as a practice?' ●
